The effect of continued feeding of physiological amounts of lactose on the level of intestinal lactase and other disaccharidase enzyme activities in the rat.
Intestinal lactase activity in mammals is high at birth but begins to decline around weaning and reaches very low levels in adult life. The triggering mechanism for this decline is not clear. Because of the association of the decline with weaning, lack of lactose in the diet has been implicated. In 110 growing rats, the effect of continued supplementation of the diet after weaning with physiological amounts of either cows' milk or a 5% lactose solution on intestinal lactase and other disaccharidase enzyme activities was investigated. In both control and test animals, the specific lactase activity decreased from a peak value of 115 +/- 4 mumol min-1 g-1 protein before weaning to about 10% at maturity. There was no significant difference in the level or the pattern of decline between the groups. Sucrase, maltase and trehalase showed the normal maturational changes without being affected by the test diets. The finding suggests that diet, particularly the presence or absence of physiological amounts of lactose, has no appreciable effect on the age related spontaneous decline of intestinal lactase activity or on the pattern of development of the other disaccharidases.